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Journalists for Human Rights McGill Chapter, a club at SSMU since 2003, 
is one chapter of a growing Canadian NGO that is currently present in fourteen 
countries in Africa. Th e main mandate of the head organization is to build the 
capacity of the African media to report eff ectively on human rights issues.  

However, human rights abuses occur beyond Africa. Th erefore, at McGill, 
JHR works to increase the visibility of human rights abuses within the commu-
nity, the country, as well as elsewhere in the world. Th us far, our main focus has 
been the publication of our newsletter Speak!, although we have also organized 
speaker events, movie screenings and participated in Canada wide fundraisers.

Beyond providing an outlet for students to discuss and publish articles and stories on important human rights issues, 
JHR McGill also works to provide a voice for all other human rights related groups at McGill. Our publications inform on 
issues other clubs cover as well as events they organize. So far we have collaborated with Amnesty McGill, the McGill Global 
AIDS Coalition, CKUT, the Baha’i Association, McGill Law School’s Human Rights Working Group, and are a member 
of the Campus Coalition of Progressive McGill Organizations.  

JHR McGill is always open to new members so whether you would like to write and edit articles for Speak! or help us 
fundraise and organize events, send us an email asking to be added to our list-serve at jhr_jdh@yahoo.ca.

To learn more about JHR, the NGO, please visit: http://www.jhr.ca/
To learn more about JHR McGill and view our upcoming activities visit: http://www.jhrchapters.com/

Journalists for Human Rights at McGill

JHR McGill Exectutive
President...................................Tamara Ramusovic Liz Caldwell........................................VP Internal
VP External.......................................Stephanie Hu Mary MacLennan................................VP Finance
Newspaper Coordinator................D. Henry Clafl in Jay Alexander Brown............VP Communications

Cover Photo by Benji Holzman

Th is fall the executive board of JHR 
McGill Chapter decided to experiment 
with a radio broadcast on CKUT 90.3 
FM. JHR has secured a slot as a spe-
cial feature during the new program All 
Th ings McGill.

Stephanie Hu and Jay Brown broad-
cast the fi rst episode of Speak Radio on 
Monday, 29 October.

Th ey recorded an interview with 
Danielle Holyk, founding member of 
local magazine collective Siafu. You 
may have seen Siafu Magazine on 
racks around the McGill and Concor-
dia campus and in the Plateau. Th eir 

mandate is to increase awareness of 
human-rights issues and activist causes 
in the Montreal community, and their 
distinctive approach includes helping 
community members write their own 
stories. Danielle, who also presented 
at CKUT’s Redefi ning Media confer-
ence earlier in October, spoke about 
her belief that journalism should not 
be created solely by trained specialists. 
Information and articles can be found 
at www.siafu.ca, and the collective is 
looking for new members with a seri-
ous interest in community media.

All Th ings McGill runs every Mon-

day morning from 11:00-11:30. We 
at JHR welcome anyone interested in 
contributing to our newspaper or ra-
dio segment – just send an e-mail to 
jhr_jdh@yahoo.ca and hit us up with 
your ideas!

JHR Joins CKUT for Speak Radio
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On 16 September, upwards of 10,000 people joined in Ça Marche, the Farha Foundation’s fifteenth annual AIDS walk. 
Participants marched 7km, down Ste-Catherine from rue Peel to rue Beaudry before returning along blvd. de Maisonneuve. 
Many charities, interest groups, schools, and corporations formed teams to fundraise and march together. Molson was the 
lead sponsor, while participants raised a total of $347,000 to be distributed among 45 organizations.

The Farha Foundation, Québec’s leading AIDS fundraising group, was founded in 1992 by AIDS victim Ron Farha, 
who passed away the subsequent year. The first Ça Marche was held that year, and over $6 million has been donated since 
the event’s conception. The foundation hoped to raise $400,000 from this year’s march; they have reached 87% of that goal. 
Donations will be accepted until December 1.

- caption and photos by Jay Alexander Brown

Visist www.farha.qc.ca for more information about the Farha Foundation

Montreal walks against AIDS in Ça Marche
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On September 26, Canadian Bor-
der Services (CBSA) arrested 65-year-
old Janet Hinshaw-Thomas, the direc-
tor of a United States refugee advocacy 
group, for bringing twelve Haitian ref-
ugees into Canada. Her apprehension 
at the Lacolle, Quebec border crossing 
prompted an outcry from the Cana-
dian Council for Refugees and sparked 
fear in the advocacy community. 

Hinshaw-Thomas is the first hu-
manitarian worker to be charged under 
Section 117 of the Immigration and 
Refugee Protection act (IRPA,) which 
prohibits aiding or abetting the “com-
ing into Canada of one or more per-
sons who are not in possession of a visa, 
passport or other document” required 
by the Act. 

In a JHR telephone interview with 
Montreal immigration lawyer Mitchell 
Goldberg, one of Hinshaw-Thomas’ 
co-counselors, Goldberg argued that 
her arrest violates the spirit of the law. 
The law is intended to prevent human 

smuggling, and may discourage people 
from providing support to refugees, he 
alleged.

    “This sends out a big chill against 
humanitarian and rescue workers who 
are afraid that they could be next,” said 
Goldberg. “If someone like Janet can 
be charged, anybody could be.”

Hinshaw-Thomas is the director of 
PRIME – Ecumenical Commitment 
to Refugees, an organization dedicated 
to saving refugees’ lives. As the height-
ened security climate in the U.S. has 
caused tightened restrictions on grant-
ing asylum, PRIME and many other 
U.S.-based groups have started assist-
ing refugees wishing to file claims in 
Canada. 

PRIME has made about 20 trips 
to the U.S.-Canada border; each time 
they e-mailed the CBSA to inform 
them on how many claimants to ex-
pect. Hinshaw-Thomas followed this 
standard protocol before making the 
Sept. 26 trip. No one replied to her 
and no one told her not to come. If the 
government persists with the charges, 
Hinshaw-Thomas faces a fine of up to 

$1 million and life imprisonment. 
The CBSA maintains that the ar-

rest was warranted. “There are no ex-
ceptions in the law for church-based 
or other human rights personnel,” a 
CBSA spokesperson told the Montreal 
Gazette.

Goldberg claimed that the CBSA’s 
statements make it appear illegal for 
refugees to come to the border to apply 
for asylum. 

“Refugee claimants do not require 
visas or passports, which is why hu-
manitarian workers have never been 
prosecuted.”  he said. “The people Ja-
net brought to the border could have 
been rejected, but they were admitted 
to Canada and are appealing to the Im-
migration and Refugee Board.”

In fact, when the IRPA was studied 
by Parliament in 2001, MP John Mc-
Callum specifically asked if “people do-
ing humanitarian work, reverends and 
saintly people” could be prosecuted 
under the Act. Senior officials assured 
Parliament that the consent of the At-
torney General—required to begin pro-
ceedings under Section 117—would 

by Traci Johnson

SPEAK SILENCE
@ CAFÉ L’UTOPIK

552 rue Ste. Cat’s E. across from metro Berri-UQAM

Journalists for Human Rights is hosting a silent 
fundraiser and art show with music, drinks and a 

celebration to break the silence at 7pm

Friday, Nov 2 from 
4pm onwards

Humanitarian Arrested Helping 
Refugees across Border
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North Korea Freedom Network

North Korea Genocide Exhibit
When: Monday November 5-14, Opening Reception at 12:30 PM on 
Monday, Nov 5
Where: Redpath-McLennan Library
The exhibit will focus on prison camps, hunger, the refugee crisis, 
and the lack of civil liberties. 

Party Fundraiser
When: Friday November 23, 10 PM and onwards
Where: Tribe Hyperclub
$10/ticket, email nkfn.mcgill@gmail.com if you would like to be 
added to the guest list, or call Beth (514) 616 3174. 

Community Outreach for Immigrants

When: Sunday, November 3, from 5:00- 7:00 
Where: Chinese Family Services, located in 

China Town at 987 rue Cote, 4th floor
COFI and Chinese Family Services of Greater 

Montreal will be co-hosting a cultural/language 
exchange English-French-Mandarin. This 

exchange is also a potluck so bring a favorite 
goody to share with the group. All levels of 

Mandarin/English/French are welcome.  
Saturday November 10th we will be having a 
language/cultural exchange English-French-

Spanish at The YMCA Covered Garden, a 
residence for refugees. For details about this 

exchange please email mcgill.cofi@gmail.com.

White Ribbon Campaign

When: Nov 25 to Dec 6
Keep your eyes peeled for upcoming news 

around campus.

STAND Movie Night 

When: Tuesday, November 6, from 7pm - 10pm
Where: Lev Bukhman

The movie will be “Shake Hands with the Devil.”

Y des Femmes Benefit

When: Thursday November 15
Where: Main Hall, 5390 boul. St-Laurent

Y des Femmes benefit for women in Recife, 
Brazil

featuring Soraya Benitez, Equipe Capoeira 
Brasileira & DJ Lynn T

20h, $15 donation.
Contact Wariri Muhungi 

wmuhungi@ydesfemmesmtl.org
www.ydesfemmesmtl.org

Upcoming Events in Montreal

prevent the smuggling provision from being used against 
people acting on humanitarian grounds. 

Attorney General Rob Nicholson told the Canadian 
Press that he did not personally authorize Hinshaw-Thomas’ 
arrest, but declined to comment on the particular case, as 
per standard policy.

After the arrest, PRIME stopped making trips to the 
border, and other refugee assistance organizations are wor-

ried about the legal implications of their work. Goldberg 
has received calls from volunteers who are concerned that 
even giving advice to prospective refugees overseas could be 
against the law.

“This is another brick in the wall trying to stop refugees 
from coming to Canada,” Goldberg said. “Canada is doing 
everything it can do to make sure that no one is getting 
here.”  §

Amnestry International Film Festival - November 12-16

At McGill  6:30 to 8:00 pm, in Leacock 232
Monday November 12 : Human Trafficking (a Canadian/US docu-
drama on the trafficking in the sex trade)
Tuesday Nov 13 : Water (by Deepa Mehta about the struggle of wid-
ows in India)
Wednesday Nov 14 : News from a Personal War (documentary fol-
low-up to “City of God” exploring street violence in Brazil)
Thursday Nov 15 : Osama (the first film to be shot entirely in Af-
ghanistan since the rise of the Taliban, exposing the cruelty against 
women of the regime)
Friday Nov 16 : Silence is Golden + guest speaker: the director (un-
covering the truth behind Canadian mining companies abroad)

At Concordia 4:00 - 5:30 pm.
Monday Nov 12 : La Haine (racism and urban poverty in Paris, 
France)
Tuedsay Nov 13 : Killing Fields (award-winning movie on the geno-
cide in Cambodia)
Wednesday Nov 14 : Romero (the life of Oscar Romero, the arch-
bishop of El Salvador)
Thursday Nov 15 : Promises (documentary about Palestinian and 
Israeli youth)
Friday Nov 16 : Invisible Children (see page 8 of this issue)
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A unique educational experiment 
is playing out in several Montréal high 
schools. Local NGO Head & Hands 
has spent the past two years develop-
ing and perfecting a sex education pro-
gram to be taught in part by students 
themselves. Th eir daring new initiative 
is called the Sense Project.

“Th at’s ‘sense’ as in sensuality,” ex-
plains the group’s health animator, 
Adriana. “Also, it’s important to be 
sexually informed and able to make 
sensible decisions. Plus, we believe our 
approach to sex-ed makes sense. So 
there’s a triple meaning.”

Head & Hands is an established 
health-services centre located in NDG 
and dedicated to youth empowerment. 
Th e organization devised its Sense 
Project in response to a recent educa-
tion reform which struck formal sex-ed 
from the Québec curriculum. 

Making Sense

Adriana (Head & Hands providers 
do not provide their surnames to me-
dia) is half of the two-woman coordi-
nating committee for Sense Project. She 
says workshops will emphasize “sexual 
harm reduction, how to negotiate and 
be confi dent about your sexual lim-
its.” Discussion topics will range from 
sexual experimentation to relation-
ship health to sexism and homophobia 

in the media. Th e 
Sense mission state-
ment also provides 
for emotional sup-
port, information, 
and health services. 
Success will be mea-
sured especially by 
the reduction of 
sexual violence and 
sexuallly transmit-
ted infection (STI) 
rates. 

Th e Sense team 
has trained eight 
volunteers who will give three work-
shops in each of fi ve local high schools, 
including one girls’ school, one boys’ 
school, and two alternative schools. 
Schoolteachers will sit back and pro-
vide support while the project anima-
tors assume control of the class. Adri-
ana hopes the workshops will be “fun, 
engaging, and communicative… stu-
dents should want to open up about 
sex.” One day will be devoted to artistic 
development; the Atwater Library has 
partnered with Sense to help students 
produce creative educational videos.

After three workshops, animators 
will defer to the students. Not just 
any students, though – prospective 
peer-educators will be selected with 
scrutiny and subjected to thirty hours 
of training. “We don’t want someone 
harboring homophobic or racist ideas,” 
explains Adriana. “We’ll make the ef-
fort to ensure these students are repre-

senting the values of Head & Hands 
– where everyone is accepted and not 
judged.” 

Training will stress development of 
communication techniques, and peer 
educators must take oaths of confi den-
tiality. Th e system is designed to fash-
ion listening ears and helping hands 
from those who understand adolescents 
best – their fellow adolescents. But the 
experience and wisdom of adults can-
not be downplayed: “Sometimes we 
do know best, so the [peer educators] 
will stay in close touch with Head & 
Hands.”

While most seem excited about 
this approach, not everyone is thrilled. 
“Condom distribution is the main area 
of resistance, mainly from parents. 
Some adults think that if you give kids 
condoms, you’re telling them to have 
sex,” Adriana says. “Also, that peer-
educators will maintain confi dentiality 

Sense Project Puts Brave New 
Spin on Sex-Ed

by Jay Alexander Brown

Head & Hands teaches sexual awareness, safety, and 
tolerance in its innovative sex-ed classes.

C
ourtesy w

w
w.headandhands.ca
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– it’s an empowering concept, and not 
all adults are comfortable with that.”

Still, reception in the school com-
munity has been warm, according to 
Annie Ogle, who teaches moral educa-
tion at the alternative Outreach High 
School in NDG. Outreach is one of the 
schools piloting Sense this fall. Special 
challenges arise in NDG, which, com-
bined with Côte-des-Neiges, vies for 
the title of Montréal’s most ethnically 
and religiously diverse borough. Teach-
ers and animators recognize that topics 
must not be presented in an ideologi-
cally sweeping, one-size-fi ts-all fashion. 
“We really work hard to accommodate 
diff erent students’ needs and approach-
es,” Ogle claims.

Sex-Ed Dropped

Th e Québec education reform, 
which took eff ect in September 2005, 
removed a provision for sex-ed as a unit 
under the banner of moral education. 
Th e new curriculum expects all teach-
ers to incorporate elements of sexuality 
awareness into their classes. In math 
class, students may deal with statistics 
on STI transmission. Philosophy teach-
ers can lead discussions on the nature of 
sexual desire, drawing on material from 
history’s great thinkers. Social-science 
classes can cover sexism and marriage 
from an objective standpoint.

A progressive idea, perhaps, but de-
tractors worry it has proven inadequate 
in its current formulation, as its tri-
umph depends upon the cooperation 
of individual teachers with no train-
ing and no administrative oversight. 
And according to Ogle, not all teachers 
choose to co-operate. “Some of them 
are excellent. Some teach what they 
learned back in school, which might 
not be excellent. Others just don’t teach 
it at all… And the administration has 
no idea who’s doing what.”  Ogle wel-
comes the province’s acknowledgement 
of sexuality as a cross-curricular topic, 

but regrets what she sees as serious 
shortcomings. “Who’s going to teach 
condom negotiation? Who’s going to 
provide information on birth control? 
Math, English, history?”

Talking over Controversy

Bill Ryan, a professor of social work 
at McGill with ties to Head & Hands, 
agrees that the government’s intentions 
are admirable, if fl awed. Ryan helped 
author a report requesting the Ministry 
of Education take a more radical and 
aggressive approach to combating ho-
mophobia in schools. 

“In 2007, in Québec,” says Ryan, 
“we are still not doing what needs to 
be done. It has to start with very clear 
policies at the level of the Ministry of 
Education… Schools need to create 
cultures where it is known, long before 
someone is victimized, that homopho-
bia is unacceptable.” Pleased that Sense 
will address and condemn sexual big-
otry, he argues this approach of moral 
combat in the educational system has 
already helped signifi cantly reduce rac-
ism and misogyny.

While Sense animators will talk 
frankly on controversial topics like les-
bian sex, the only view they claim to 
push is tolerance. Adriana explains, 
“If a student approaches me and asks, 
‘Why do I need to hear this? My re-
ligion demands I remain abstinent 
until marriage,’ I will answer, ‘You say 
that now when you’re 14, but what if 
you reach 21 and change your mind?’ 
Th at’s very well, but it never hurts to 
have information.”

Head & Hands are not the fi rst 
to experiment with peer-led sex-ed. 
Researchers from Oxford conducted 
the RIPPLE study earlier this decade, 
selecting 14 UK schools to test-run a 
similar program. Th ey concluded that 
peer-education can provide distinct 
benefi ts, especially for the peer edu-
cators themselves. But such programs 

have yet to catch on; the territory is not 
yet well-charted.

For now, Adriana will measure suc-
cess one school at a time, and future 
plans for Sense will hinge upon its re-
ception this fall. Th e project relies upon 
charitable donations, so she will have 
to work with what she has. But Head 
& Hands audaciously envisions Sense 
as a model for sustainable community-
based sex-ed across Canada. “We have 
this 150-page manual. If people want 
to borrow from us, and learn from 
us…  you are very welcome!”  §

Newspaper Coordinator:
D. Henry Clafl in

General Editors:
Jay Alexander Brown

D. Henry Clafl in
Benjamin Ezekiel Holzman

Elizabeth Kaplan
Tamara Ramusovic
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Manisha Aggarwal-Schifellite

Jay Alexander Brown
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Benjamin Ezekiel Holzman
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Elizabeth Kaplan

Contact JHR:
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Visit us online:
www.jhr.ca, or

www.jhrchapters.com
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In 2003, three young American 
filmmakers traveled to Africa to “find 
a story,” in their words. They ended 
up with “Invisible Children: A Rough 
Cut,” a documentary about child sol-
diers in Uganda. Jason Russell, Bobby 
Bailey and Laren Poole were struck by 
the living conditions of internally dis-
placed persons (IDP) camps. Despite 
governmental efforts to protect chil-
dren in camps, many were still being 
taken by rebel groups and trained to 
fight. 

Russell, Bailey and Poole toured 
their film around the United States, 
sparking interest and raising awareness 
about the plight of children in North-
ern Uganda. Motivated by the success 

of the film, they formed Invisible Chil-
dren Inc., a non-profit organization 
dedicated to supporting the people of 
Uganda.

The war in Uganda is one of Afri-
ca’s longest wars. Its beginnings can be 
traced back to 1986, to the formation 
of a rebel group called the Lord’s Resis-
tance Army (LRA) under Joseph Kony. 
For over 20 years, civilians in Northern 
Uganda have weathered the effects of 
the conflict as the LRA and govern-
ment armies fight for control over the 
country. The LRA began to add chil-
dren to their forces when adult volun-
teers began to run out. 

In an attempt to protect civilians, 
the Ugandan government put 1.5 mil-
lion people into IDP camps in 1996. 
However, these camps have become 
sites for disease and hunger due to 

unhealthy and poor liv-
ing conditions. The LRA 
has also abducted many 
children from the camps. 
According to UNICEF, 
roughly 20,000 children 
have been forcibly re-
cruited into the LRA since 
the war began, including 
10,000 since 2002 alone. 

Invisible Children 
Inc.’s mission statement, 
“to change culture, policy, 
and lives by the collision of 
power and poverty,” is the 
foundation of their work 
both in Uganda and in 
North America. According 
to their mission statement, 
the organization promotes 
“awareness of the crisis in 

Northern Uganda and instills in indi-
viduals and communities the need or 
desire to act for change.” With an em-
phasis on long-term solutions to the is-
sues of quality education and financial 
stability, Invisible Children Inc. works 
with the people of Uganda to create 
long-lasting change instead of short-
term “band-aid” solutions. 

A multi-dimensional NGO, Invis-
ible Children Inc. has been involved 
in many different initiatives since its 
start, including the ongoing Schools 
for Schools campaign. The Schools for 
Schools initiative is extremely popular 
with high school students because it 
puts the power of change into the hands 
of today’s youth through fundraising to 
build schools in Uganda. This past year, 
over $1.2 million was raised for schools 
in the Northern areas of conflict. 

Another notable event, called Dis-
place Me, took place in April 2007. 
Participants were invited to “displace 
themselves” in Washington D.C. to 
raise awareness about the effects of 
the conflict on displaced peoples in 
Uganda. Invisible Children Inc. gained 
publicity with celebrity endorsement. 
Top 40 group Fall Out Boy shot the 
music video for “Me & You” in one of 
Uganda’s IDP camp, and the band has 
become heavy promoters of Invisible 
Children Inc.’s projects. 

With successful initiatives and ce-
lebrity support, Invisible Children 
Inc. is coming closer to achieving their 
goals.  §

For more information, visit: www.
invisiblechildren.org

Child Soldiers Plucked From 
Uganda’s Displacement Camps

American filmmakers visit Uganda’s refugee camps and 
return home with a documentary and an NGO

by Manisha Aggarwal-Schifellite

Invisible Children are taken by a rebel group.
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You do not come across many peo-
ple with as much energy as Kim Kid-
der and Kelly Thompson. When either 
one of them enters a room, you know 
it, and on the occasion that both do, it 
becomes an event. These two dedicated 
social workers love a laugh but there is 
a very serious and thoughtful side to 

them and their work. 
Kim is the program director of 

the Department of School Age Chil-
dren, Youth and Families at Tyndale 
St-Georges Community Centre, while 
Kelly fills the post of educational co-
ordinator. Situated in the heart of 
the underprivileged suburb along the 
Lachine Canal colloquially known as 

Little Burgundy, Tyndale St-Georges 
Community Centre has been provid-
ing important services in this margin-
alised community for decades.

‘Encouraging Work’

Among Tyndale St-Georges’s opera-
tions are after-school programs for kids 
in local schools, socio-recreational pro-
grams, night activities for local youth, 

organised sports tournaments, and 
literacy programs. Through initiatives 
such as health seminars, study skills 
workshops, and social activities for stu-
dents and parents, the centre seeks to 
make a meaningful difference in the 
neighbourhood.  Tyndale St-Georges 
also has a thriving volunteer program, 
and many of the volunteers are McGill 

students.
Despite its encouraging work, Kim 

and Kelly often feel frustrated by the 
lack of real progress they are able to af-
fect. In interviewing them on the sub-
ject of human rights and discrimina-
tion, I found they had a strong focus 
on the systemic, deeply rooted racial 
discrimination - perpetuated by the 
powers that be - which they see pervad-
ing our society.

“In Canada, we don’t talk about 
racism in the same way as they do in 
the States. It’s like it’s not accepted here 
that it exists,” Kim tells me. “Because 
we don’t have a language to discuss 
it, we don’t discuss it, and because we 
don’t discuss it, we can’t address it.”

S p o t l i g h t

Breaking

Two Montreal community leaders fight 
systemic discrimination one child at a time

by Benjamin Ezekiel Holzman

Downward
Spiral

the

C
ourtesy w

w
w.tyndalestgeorges.ca

Tyndale continues on p. 10
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Both women are highly critical of 
what they consider to be structural bias 
in the education system, which contrib-
utes to a ‘black ceiling’ – an artificial 
upper limit of the social and economic 
level of blacks and other marginalised 
groups in Canada.

“When you start to analyse why a 
kid didn’t get into university,” Kelly 
explains, “you need to go back to the 
beginning of their education, and you 
will often find that it is one small event 
that begins the cycle.” She points out 
that kids from poorer families often do 
not have access to a home computer 
with an internet connection, a major 
source of disadvantage in today’s 
education system. 

No Time for School 
Boards

Many extra-curric-
ular activities are run 
through school boards 
which rely on the vol-
untary participation 
of parents, the women 
add. For schools in 
poorer neighbourhoods, 
though, the vast majority 
of parents need to work 
long hours just to pay the bills 
such that they can devote little 
to no time to school boards, and 
their kids are consequently afforded 
fewer opportunities. Psychological dif-
ferences between privileged and under-
privileged kids begin to arise too, such 
as a lack of self-esteem. Kim and Kelly 
generalise that the dominant message 
that underprivileged kids receive from 
society is that they should not dream 
big, because there is little chance that 
they will actually be successful.

Small differences like these accumu-
late over time, so that when kids from 
a wealthy school and a poor school ap-
ply to the same CEGEP, Kim and Kelly 
see no surprise in which students the 

better CEGEP will accept. And even 
for those underprivileged kids that do 
get accepted to university, many need 
to pay for their education themselves, 
while more fortunate students have the 
double advantage of not needing to 
work during their breaks, and also be-
ing able to pursue opportunities such 
as internships.

They argue that not only are the hur-
dles that underprivileged youth have to 
face in order to gain a university degree 
permitted by our society, the struggle 
of those that do manage to overcome 
them is under-

appre- ciated. 
Even growing up in an underprivileged 
neighbourhood where drug abuse and 
crime are more commonplace is a veri-
table obstacle.

“We’re taught that [career success] 
is based on merit,” says Kim, “that if we 
both work hard we’ll both get our just 
desserts, but at the end of the day, if we 
both work just as hard, you’ll get the 
crème brûlée, and I’ll get donuts.”

According to Kim and Kelly, this 
discrimination extends beyond the ed-
ucation system. “The education system, 

health system, and legal system are all 
two-tiered. There’s one system for the 
haves and one for the have-nots. There 
are human rights for the wealthy, and 
human rights for the poor.” 

Funding the Solutions

Given this structural bias in the 
education system, I ask my interview-
ees how and why the government has 
failed to redress the situation, and how 
Tyndale hopes to counter it. 

“Why is it that when we develop a 
project for the community it can take 
us 2 years to get government approval, 

but when the private sector wants 
approval for a project, they get 

funding instantly, and not 
only that, they are unac-

countable for how they 
spend the money after-
wards. This never hap-
pens in the community 
centre, we have report 
after report to submit. 
How is that equitable 
or fair?” muses Kim. 

The two women are 
also condemning of the 

paltry government fund-
ing that goes into the com-

munity sector (they tell me 
there has recently been over a 

$2m surplus in the education sector, 
while the community sector remains 
chronically under funded) as well as 
the short-sighted policies of the current 
government in redressing issues.

“Incarcerate, incarcerate, incarcer-
ate, that’s Harper’s policy” charges Kim. 
She notes that the incarceration of one 
youth in the prison system costs close 
to $100,000 per year. Contrast this to 
the $300,000 the government allocates 
yearly to Tyndale St-Georges’ Depart-
ment of School Age Children, Youth 
and Families. It seems that it would 

“�ose with 
political power are 

keeping the lid on the ghe�o, 
so that their day to day struggle 
is about day to day struggle. �e 

idea is to exhaust the poor so 
that they can’t �ght you.”

- Kelly �ompson, Tyndale’s 
Educational Coordinator

Tyndale continues on p. 14
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For most of September, almost ev-
ery major news source filled a cover 
or a feature spread with pictures of 
the protests in Burma. Thick columns 
of Buddhist monks and laypeople 
marched in a fight to dismantle the 45-
year-old military junta that currently 
runs the country with, it is perceived, 
a spy in every room. But now, the news 
is scarce.

There are still updates sneaking out 
through government-regulated Inter-
net connections to bloggers and expa-
triated Burmese activists. Even a few 
foreign journalists, as recently as early 
October, have come out of the coun-
try with news. Major sources like the 
Guardian, BBC News, and the Toron-
to Star still run frequent pieces on the 
situation – but now commentaries are 
more numerous than news-breaks.

The fight is still being fought; Bur-
mese dissidents are far from giving up 
this chance to dismantle their gov-
ernment. But why is it so important 
that news continues to reach beyond 
Burma’s borders? Because without the 

world’s help, the 
Burmese people 
will not likely 
be able to topple 
their govern-
ment. 

The last main attempt came in 1988. 
Similar protests to those of the past two 
months occurred when the military 
junta devalued the Burmese currency, 
causing many people to lose their sav-
ings. Within a year, there were nation-
wide protests demanding a change of 
rule, culminating in severe government 
suppression and the murder of at least 
3,000 people.

On 15 August of this year, the gov-
ernment made another economic move 
with disastrous consequences for the av-
erage citizen. Gas prices were doubled, 
causing public transportation costs to 
rise dramatically. Economic hemor-
rhaging led to a spike in the prices of 
basic goods like rice and cooking oil.

Democracy activists in major cities 
around the country started protesting 
soon after the price-increase. The junta 
tried to suppress these peaceful march-
es, arresting hundreds and, by early 
September, resorting to force. This is 

when the monks got involved.
Tens of thousands of Buddhist 

monks began protesting against the 
military junta, asking for an apology 
for the use of violence, then many be-
gan demanding the end of military rule. 
Monks are highly respected in Burmese 
society, and junta leaders have gone to 
extensive lengths to appear pious and 
to win the support of the monastic 
community, building pagodas and do-
nating large sums in alms. But since 
September, the monastic community 
has officially denied spiritual services to 
government officials, an insulting and 
tactically brilliant move that puts the 
government in a difficult spot. Deny-
ing the  monks’ legitimacy and rights 
will only increase civil unrest, but al-
lowing the protests to continue will 
make the junta appear weaker.

During the 1988 protests, it took an 

Burma’s 
Protests 
Connect

Modern information sharing opens 
Burma’s recent protests to the 

world, and the chances of ending 
the military junta have never been 

better, but will it stay that way?

by D. Henry Claflin

Monks marching in the streets of Rangoon on 27 Sept.

Photo by M
yo K

hin/ M
izzim

a 

Burma continues on p. 12
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average of one month for news to reach 
journalists outside Burma. But this 
time, technology has proven to be one 
of the protesters’ greatest assets. Despite 
censored Internet connections, photos 
and videos, many of which were taken 
on cell phones, have gotten into the 
hands of activists outside the country 
who then post them on blogs. News as 
well as vivid images make it around the 
world within moments. 

Southeast Asian scholar Darren 
Zook of the University of California in 
Berkeley cites the Internet as the defin-
ing factor that sets the recent protests 
apart from those of 1988. In an inter-
view for the Berkeleyan, he explained 
that “film footage that would be con-
fiscated by the military is already out 
there. This has never happened with 
Burma.” Having running information 
relayed to international media sources 
allows foreign governments and activ-
ists alike to influence the situation in 
an unprecedented way.

Zook cites the murder of Japanese 
journalist Kenji Nagai as an example 
of technology’s influence on political 
action. Although the junta denied re-
sponsibility, shaky video footage that 
reached Japanese television seems to 

show Nagai being shot at point-blank 
by government soldiers. The Japanese 
government called for an investigation, 
which Burma’s government rejected. 
Japan recently withdrew US$4.7 mil-
lion in funding in order to put pressure 
on the military junta, an action echoed 
by many other governments – two ex-
ceptions include China and Russia, 
among Burma’s heaviest trading part-
ners. Zook and others hope that China 
can be persuaded by the fear of negative 
publicity to impose economic pressure 
on Burma. Foreign scrutiny over Chi-
na’s actions has heightened leading up 
to the 2008 Olympics in Beijing.

On the other hand, Spanish report-
er David Jimenez paints a much darker 
picture. Jimenez was one of the few 
foreign journalists to report on the pro-
tests and was in the crowd with Nagai 
when he was shot. In a special report 
for the Toronto Star, Jimenez describes 
how the widespread optimism of the 
first weeks of protests gave way to fear 
as the junta cracked down. Marches 
numbering tens of thousands dimin-
ished to cowering groups of a dozen or 
so. As of late September, the govern-
ment was openly firing into crowds 
and arresting thousands of monks and 
laypeople, cramming them into make-

shift jails.
“The military regime,” writes Ji-

menez, “knew that once it took control 
of the monasteries it had only to dem-
onstrate its willingness to kill unarmed 
civilians – and prove it with bodies on 
the streets – to bring back the fear of 
the past.”

Burmese officials showed hopeful 
cooperation by holding a meeting with 
Aung San Suu Kyi, the leader of the 
opposition party who has been under 
house arrest for 12 of the last 18 years. 
The government also invited United 
Nations human rights expert Paolo 
Sergio Pinheiro to visit the country, af-
ter four years of requests. Meanwhile, 
Ibrahim Gambari, UN special envoy to 
Burma, is touring the region and gain-
ing support to apply pressure to the 
military junta to stop its suppression of 
the protests.

“Without the world bearing wit-
ness,” writes Jimenez, “the darkness [in 
Burma] will be all-enveloping.” As long 
as news and footage continue to flow 
from Burma’s protesters, they will have 
a good chance to realize a democratic 
society. But will the international com-
munity do enough in time to help them 
challenge a merciless, but economically 
dependent, government?  §

Deep in prayers at a peace rally for Burma in London, UK, 6 Oct 2007. 
Photos on this page by Tanya Nagar. See more at: http://tanya-n.com

A protester at London’s march 
chains himself in solidarity. 
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“Everyone here hates the govern-
ment, but everyone is too afraid to talk 
about it.” I’m paraphrasing, but that is 
the clear message I’m receiving, in bro-
ken English, from Aye Sint, a teacher 
at Phaung Daw Oo Monastic School 
in Mandalay, Burma. The fiery Manda-
lay sun has just set and I’m sitting in on 
an ‘English conversation group’, where 
young teachers from Phaung Daw Oo 
gather each evening to practice their 
budding English. We’re in a surprising-
ly well furbished library on the school 
grounds, recently built with an influx 
of funds from English benefactors, and 
it’s October 2006, exactly one year be-
fore the recent uprising.

After a full day’s teaching in a school 
of over 7,000 students, Aye Sint and 
her colleagues usually use their time 
together in the English conversation 
group to relax and converse casually 
about the multitude of social problems 
facing the country, and to discuss their 
roles as educators. In this context, I 
daringly inquire about their sentiments 
towards their government, half expect-
ing to find myself arrested and impris-
oned upon the very articulation of the 
question by some covert agent, hiding 
behind some bookshelf or whatnot. 

Luckily the teachers, all between their 
late teens and mid-20s, are unexpect-
edly forthcoming, and their responses 
are unanimous. They tell me of the 
rigid, propagandist educational cur-
riculum that the government compels 
them to implement, of the dearth of 
opportunities for even the most edu-
cated among them, and of the endemic 
poverty that pervades all corners of the 
country. The dissident teachers also tell 
me that the only place they are com-
fortable discussing their aggravation 
with the oppressive military regime is 
in their close-knit English conversation 
group. These teachers have it better 
than most – as a general rule, frustra-
tion and resentment go unvoiced and 
unheard in Burma.

I came to Burma to teach English, 

yet I’m quite certain that I learned a lot 
more than I taught in the three short 
weeks I was involved in the school’s 
program. Burma is a large, populous, 
and wondrous country, replete with a 
rich history and a magical cultural tra-
dition, yet this has, for the most part, 
been totally cut off from the rest of the 
world. Though the country opened 
its doors to foreign tourists in recent 
years, Burma has not been assimilated 
into the well-worn Asian tourist trail, 
and foreigners are still quite a rare com-
modity, even at the countries’ biggest 
attractions.

Traveling through the country, 
however, my impressions are mixed. 
One cannot escape the confrontation 
of crushing poverty everywhere, from 
the conspicuous cases of sickness and 

McGill student Benji Holzman recalls his experiece at Phaung Daw Oo Monastic School 
in the repressive atmosphere under Burma’s military junta.

photos and story by 
Benjamin Ezekiel Holzman

Another perspeive on Burma: 

BURMA The Tragedy of 
Unrealized Potential

Students and a Buddhist monk at Phaung Daw Oo in Mandalay.
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street begging, to the more concealed 
yet far more commonplace cases of 
multitudes who toil for over 12 hours 
per day simply to eke out a bare liv-
ing. The abject injustice and ineffi-
ciency of this widespread privation is 
sickening. As an example, I think of 
the veritable army of rickshaw-pullers 
who crowd Burma’s busy street cor-
ners, lining up patiently for hours on 
end just to take one or two wealthy 
tourists or Burmans per day a dis-
tance of a few blocks, the payment of 
which provides just enough income 
to buy basic foodstuffs to last till the 
next day. 

In the same vein I recall a con-
versation with a teenage girl who ex-
plained how she needed to forgo her 
schooling to work, simply to buy rice 
for her family (a tragically uncom-
mon story), yet could still not afford 
a second-hand bike that would save 
her 2 hours of travel time between 
her home and her job, each day. 
To witness such inane, unnecessary 
hardship is both exasperating and 
heartbreaking. 

At the same time, however, I also 
find a forward-looking, innovative 
and charming people, who strive to 
make the best out of their ghastly cir-
cumstances. Put plainly, the military 
junta that seized power in Burma in 
1988 has succeeded in isolating and 
impoverishing the country, yet the 
morale of the people and their cease-
less good humor remains, as far as I 

could see, indomitable. 
Reflecting on my experiences one 

year later, I can see how the stories 
of the spirited teachers that I worked 
with at Phaung Daw Oo mirror the 
story of the country under military 
repression as a whole: that of unre-
alized potential. For the most part, 
the young teachers at the school are 
university educated, witty, vivacious, 
and have lots of personal contact with 
foreigners. If they are lucky, a few of 
them will get permission to study at 
Chiang Mai University in neighbor-
ing Thailand for a few months. Be-
yond that, their chances of seeing 
the world beyond Burma are slim to 
none; they will more than likely have 
their careers determined by the state’s 
stringent policies with little prospect 
for anything greater.

On my last day at Phaung Daw 
Oo, having become somewhat em-
boldened after candidly probing the 
teachers on their attitude towards the 
government, I audaciously teach one 
of my classes about the concept of 
human rights. Hopefully some part 
of my work there struck a chord in 
a curious young mind. Hopefully 
this single act will make a difference 
somewhere down the line. Hopefully.  
§

You can contact Benji with any questions 
or comments at benjiholzman@gmail.
com.

be more expedient to prevent ju-
venile delinquency through bol-
stering programs such as Tyndale 
St-Georges’s than to rely on incar-
ceration, which some suggest only 
serves to perpetuate the problem.

Given this, why does the gov-
ernment persist with short-sight-
ed policies? Kelly suggests that it 
is in the interest of those in power 
to keep the poor poor. “They’re 
keeping the lid on the ghetto, so 
that their day to day struggle is 
about day to day struggle. [The 
idea is to] exhaust them so that 
they can’t fight you.”

Given these daunting circum-
stances, how does Tyndale begin 
to go about solving the issues they 
illuminate? “When we speak to 
graduates [of our program], they 
tell us that they felt important at 
Tyndale. We allow a child who 
would otherwise be invisible [in 
the public education system] to 
have a voice and to be visible. It’s 
like filling up a bucket with holes. 
There are leakages, but at least we 
are replenishing it with water.”

Tyndale St-Georges Commu-
nity Centre, along with dozens 
of other similar organizations, is 
making laudable improvements 
in the lives of many of Montreal’s 
underprivileged youth. Yet until 
those with monetary and politi-
cal power start to be serious about 
implementing genuine equal op-
portunity measures, social work-
ers and other professionals like 
Kim and Kelly who are tirelessly 
combating the problems of pover-
ty and racial discrimination, will 
be essentially operating with their 
hands tied behind their backs.  §

If you would like to volunteer at 
Tyndale St-Georges send an email to 
tsgsage@videotron.ca. 

Tyndale, continued from p. 10
Kids peer into 
a classroom at 
Phaung Daw 
Oo Monastic 
School.
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The idea that basic human rights should be protected 
by national governments is now generally accepted by the 
international community. An institutional framework for 
improvement does exist for many human rights issues, 
such as child labor, sex trafficking and racial cleansing. Yet 
poverty  continues to be generally neglected as a matter of 
human rights,  and is treated as a purely economic issue. 
Meanwhile, poverty vkills approximately 30,000 children a 
day, and, according to the World Bank, deprives 1.1 billion 
people living on less than $1 a day of their essential needs.

The continued ambiguity of poverty as a human rights 
issue has prevented serious headway from being made on the 
policy level. To address this dire and solvable human rights 
problem, the international community needs to start by de-
claring that poverty is unequivocally a human rights issue, 
and then to put pressure on national governments to be ac-
countable for gross resource mismanagement. 

Poverty has been 
historically diffi-
cult to combat as 
a human rights is-
sue. Unlike more 
clear-cut abuses like 
sweat-shop labor or 
racial discrimina-
tion, the govern-
ments’ role in its 
creation and propa-
gation is unclear. To 
target poverty is to 
target world market 
forces and natural 
disasters, in addition 
to often deep-seated 
political realities of 
urban/rural divides 

and patron-client relationships. Developing and developed 
nations alike use the pandemic nature of poverty as an ex-
cuse to allow governments to abdicate their responsibility to 
address poverty eradication.  

While the United Nations has adopted numerous im-
portant treaties for the abolishment of human trafficking, 
discrimination against women, the wide-spread use of the 
death penalty, and child prostitution, they have no such 
treaties to combat the prevalence of extreme poverty. The 
complexity of the situation should not continue to allow 
the international community from honestly dealing with the 
truth that 11 million children under the age of five die each 
year from malnutrition.

Of course, one cannot deny that combating poverty on 
a legal, institutional level is a dizzyingly challenging goal. In 
light of the difficulties that are presented in making govern-
ments accountable, the international community must fo-

cus first on the most 
readily combat-
able factors: for 
example, the gross 
mismanagement of 
funds in developing 
countries that stems 
from political cor-
ruption and lack of 
transparency. Many 
resource-rich gov-
ernments have a 
tendency to squan-
der substantial re-
source revenue on 
arms purchases 
and other self-serv-
ing activities, while 
only spending a 

THE POVERTY OF GOVERNMENTS

Opinions

by Elizabeth Kaplan

In Mumbai’s Dharavi slum, two boys play in a small public courtyard.
Photo by Benji Holzman
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fraction of this amount on agriculture, health or education 
programs. 

Recent examples of this sort of corrupt resource-misman-
agement are Liberia under Charles Taylor’s government and 
Angola since independence, each sporting poverty levels of 
around 50% of their population, despite each government 
having made tens of millions of dollars on timber and oil 
revenues. These two nations comprise just the most obvious 
kind of governmental human rights abuse in propagating 
conditions of poverty. All around the world, governments 
continue to allocate natural resources and international in-
vestment revenue in socially irresponsible and ultimately 
criminal ways through the perpetuation of extreme poverty. 

The first step in countering poverty propagation, then, 
must involve total transparency of government activity to 
the international human rights community. While this goal 
has been identified by pivotal institutions such as the United 
Nations and the World Bank, their initiatives have not re-
ceived the support they need from Western governments. 
The political reality is that developed nations have “more 
pressing” issues to deal with than poverty. That is, they fail 
to present poverty as an exigent cause so they can avoid ad-

dressing it beyond occasional lip-service. 
It is of the utmost importance that poverty be identified 

in the developed world as among the most pressing human 
right issues, so that political pressure is put on its govern-
ments, requiring them, in turn, to support international 
initiatives to combat systematic corruption. This process de-
mands the participation of the business community, as well 
as civil society, which are crucial in providing developing na-
tions with the motivation to follow international initiatives.  
Without this raised consciousness and increasing demand 
for institutional accountability, poverty will continue to be 
regarded as an unfortunate necessity instead of the most 
combatable of social evils.

The single most meaningful step in the pursuit of a less 
pain-ridden world would be the initial declaration by the de-
veloped world that poverty is an unequivocal human rights 
issue, and then the use of its power to launch an institutional 
fight against government-propagated poverty.  §

Elizabeth Kaplan is a U2 Poli Sci major at McGill. Send any 
questions and comments to lizzie.kaplan@gmail.com.
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